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HUMAN REPRODUCTIVE TECHNOLOGY AMENDMENT BILL 2007 
Second Reading 

Resumed from an earlier stage of the sitting. 

HON ED DERMER (North Metropolitan) [4.43  pm]:  Before debate was adjourned, I was explaining that I 
oppose the Human Reproductive Technology Amendment Bill because it will legalise the creation of human 
embryos by way of cloning or somatic cell nuclear transfer for the purpose of destroying those embryos for the 
derivation of embryonic stem cells.  It is important that members understand that we are talking about human 
embryos.  I explained that they are human embryos because when implanted in a woman’s uterus, they have the 
potential to grow into a baby.  The cloning technique is exactly the same as the one used to create Dolly the 
sheep, which was a real sheep.  The embryo that created Dolly is no more or less an embryo than the human 
embryos that will be generated under the provisions of this bill.  It is important that we are under no illusions that 
we are dealing with human embryos.  The fact that a human embryo has a genetic code that, in large part, is the 
same as another human from which the somatic cell is derived makes it no less an embryo.  A parallel exists 
between an embryo created with almost the same genetic code as another human and the common genetic code 
that exists between identical twins.  No-one would reasonably argue that one of a set of identical twins is any 
less human because his or her twin has the same genetic code.  I think that it is very important that all members 
understand the gravity of the bill, and the gravity of the bill is understanding that the embryos generated by this 
so-called therapeutic cloning are no less human than the others.  I think it is very tempting for scientists who 
wish to pursue this type of research, whereby they create and then destroy human embryos for the sake of 
generating embryonic stem cells, to endeavour to mislead and attempt to deny the innate humanity of the embryo 
concerned. 
My attention was drawn to an article published in Nature in July 2005 that I would like to share with the house.  
The article is entitled “Playing the name game” and states - 

Stem-cell biologists should not try to change the definition of the word ‘embryo’. 

Last month’s meeting of the International Society for Stem Cell Research in San Francisco witnessed a 
bizarre semantic debate.  Delegates discussed a proposal to refrain from using the term ‘embryo’ when 
referring to the blastocysts from which human embryonic stem cells are harvested. 

The embryo develops to the blastocyst stage, at which time the scientists endeavouring to use these embryos will 
harvest the stem cells from the embryo.  The article continues - 

The scientists involved reject the accusation that they are creating and destroying human lives, and fear 
that the word ‘embryo’ is a lightning rod that attracts negative scrutiny. 

It is true that embryo is an emotive term, but there is little scientific justification for redefining it.  
Whether taken from a fertility clinic or made through cloning, a blastocyst embryo has the potential to 
become a fully functional organism. 

Obviously, if it is a human embryo, we are talking about a fully functional human being.  It continues - 

And appearing to deny that fact will not fool die-hard opponents of this research.  If anything, it will 
simply open up scientists to the accusation that they are trying to distance themselves from difficult 
moral issues by changing the terms of the debate. 

I think any endeavour to describe the product of the somatic cell nuclear transfer of a human genome as anything 
other than a human embryo is either accidentally or intentionally an act of delusion.  The article continues - 

At the equivalent meeting last year, the society decided to formally adopt the term ‘somatic cell nuclear 
transfer’ to describe the procedure in which an adult cell nucleus is transplanted into an egg to produce 
embryonic stem cells.  This procedure had been called ‘therapeutic cloning’ to distinguish it from 
‘reproductive cloning’, which would use the same technique in an attempt to make a baby. 

If we asked anyone in the street what cloning means, that person would understand that what we are describing 
here is cloning, and it is cloning of human embryos that would be legalised should this bill become law.  The 
article continues - 

But the work is far from yielding any therapies, and scientists realized that the word ‘cloning’ was 
generating public concern.  So they decided to adopt a more technical term less likely to stir up strong 
emotions.  At least that re-branding had the positive effect of toning down the hype surrounding 
therapeutic cloning. 

I will get on to that later.  The term “therapeutic cloning” has been used in an endeavour to distinguish cloning 
for the sake of research from cloning for the purpose of reproduction.  However, I have yet to see any evidence 
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of a successful therapy being achieved using the embryonic stem cells that would be derived from this 
destructive research on human embryos.  The article continues - 

The name change debated at last month’s meeting would be a step too far, however.  In the future, 
researchers may isolate pluripotent stem cells from biological entities that do not have the same 
developmental potential as embryos. 

That is fascinating, because this article was published in July 2005, and very recently - I will come to this later in 
my presentation - we have seen enormous steps achieved towards generating stem cells for research without 
using embryos and stem cells that have all the pluripotency that is attributed to embryonic stem cells.  
Pluripotency suggests that the stem cells can be developed into any of the 220 types of cells that make up the 
human body.  This has long been put forward by scientists as the justification for cloning and for the use of 
embryonic stem cells, because embryonic stem cells have pluripotency, whereas the adult stem cells that can be 
found in many parts of the body can be turned into a lesser range of cells.  That is called totipotency.   
It is interesting that this article in Nature of July 2005 was anticipating that there would be success in research 
that would enable the development of stem cells without the use of embryos.  That work has continued.  There 
have been a couple of recent important breakthroughs in achieving that objective, and I hope to include some of 
those in my comments in this debate.  I am repeating what I said previously, but the article states -  

In the future, researchers may isolate pluripotent stem cells from biological entities that do not have the 
same developmental potential as embryos.  

That means that if the cells that are used to obtain the stem cells do not have the potential, if put in the uterus, to 
become a human being, they are not a human embryo.  That is the definition.  More recent research has 
demonstrated the capacity to derive stem cells that have pluripotency by not using an embryo.  I am probably 
getting a bit ahead of myself.  It is difficult to find a linear, logical sequence in which to present this material.  
The important message here is that the justification for creating human embryos for destruction was to obtain 
embryonic stem cells.  The justification for obtaining embryonic stem cells was that embryonic stem cells have 
pluripotency; that is, they can be developed into any form of cell that may be required in the human body.  This 
article in Nature is referring to the reluctance of scientists to use honest terms like cloning and embryos, because 
they realise that people quite naturally object to the notion of cloning and the destruction of human embryos.  
The article is also prophetic, in that it refers to more recent research that has found a way of generating these 
pluripotent stem cells without the need to use a human embryo; that is, an embryo that has the potential to 
become a living child if placed in a uterus.   

The article continues -  

Until then, stem-cell biologists should stick to debating the merits and ethics of their work using clear 
and simple language.  They have a strong case to make that will not be helped by playing semantic 
games in an effort to evade scrutiny. 

This is a complex and technical matter, but I am doing my best to provide a plain language understanding of the 
terms involved.  I have talked about embryonic stem cells and adult stem cells.  It is important that we do not just 
assume that we understand the meaning of these words.  As I understand it, a stem cell is a cell that has the 
potential to transform into a more specialised cell that has a specific function.  The adult stem cells that exist in 
all of us are described as totipotent, because they can transform into a wide variety of different types of cells.  
The special status that has been attributed until recently to embryonic stem cells is pluripotency, because they 
can be induced to transform into any of the different types of cells that a human body is composed of. 

The term “adult stem cell” is also a bit imperfect.  It actually can include the stem cells found in the placenta of a 
human foetus, which is attached to the uterus.  Those cells would not normally be described as adult.  However, 
for the purpose of the science, the stem cells found in a placenta are also adult stem cells. 

I said before that I have not yet seen any evidence of an effective therapy utilising embryonic stem cells.  For 
adult stem cells, the situation is quite different.  I have been given extracts that suggest that adult stem cells have 
been used effectively for healing surface wounds.  In one case the stem cells were derived from marrow.  They 
were used in the repair of chronic wounds.  Adult stem cells have been used to aid and repair human heart 
muscle.  They have also been used to repair the surface of a human eye through corneal regeneration.  Marrow 
stem cells have been used to improve human liver function by developing a therapy for liver cirrhosis.  They 
have been used to help repair bone in a child.  In addition, fat stem cells have been used to repair skull fractures 
in children.  There is quite a well-established body of literature that shows the utility of adult stem cells.  An 
important thing about adult stem cells is that they can be derived without killing or destroying anyone or 
anything.  That removes any ethical concern about using adult stem cells. 

In contrast, embryonic stem cells require the destruction of a human embryo.  In my view, that human embryo 
has every claim to the proper status that I or anyone else in this chamber has.  What has been used to justify the 
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legalisation of the deliberate cloning of human embryos for the purpose of destructive research is the desire to 
obtain human embryonic stem cells that contain the pluripotency, which I described earlier.  It is different from 
the legislation that we dealt with in the last Parliament to legalise the use of embryos that were excess to the 
needs of IVF in a very important way.  It is different because what is being proposed in the bill before us today is 
the deliberate creation of human embryos for the purpose of their destructive research potential.  The IVF 
proposal, which I am clearly on the record as opposing, has to be understood as being quite different because it 
took embryos which were in existence and which had been produced for reproductive purposes but were 
considered to be in excess.  I think a lot of people voted for that bill because they took the position that the 
embryos were likely to be destroyed anyway, so therefore why not use them for research purposes. 

Hon Bruce Donaldson:  Why are you against the IVF program? 

Hon ED DERMER:  I believe that the IVF surplus embryos are also human beings and it is wrong to 
destructively research on human beings.  I went to some length in that debate to illustrate why, biologically, I 
have no doubt at all that the point at which human life starts is when the sperm and the egg come together.  Some 
people have a different view.  However, people who have a level of concern about destructive research on 
embryos put an argument to say that the last bill to allow research on the IVF surplus embryos was okay because 
those embryos, as they were surplus, would have been allowed to die anyway.  The argument went - it is not an 
argument that I accept, but it is an argument I understand - that if the embryos were going to die anyway, why 
not use them for research.  This current bill is inherently very different because what it is proposing is not the use 
of embryos that are produced for reproductive purposes and happen to be surplus; it is proposing the deliberate 
creation of embryos by the cloning technique for the purpose of destructive research.  I imagine that members of 
this chamber may have supported the previous legislation because it included provisions on surplus embryos that 
would have died anyway.  I hope they will make an ethical line and not accept this bill because it is all about 
deliberately creating embryos for the purpose of destructive research.  I am glad that Hon Bruce Donaldson 
interjected when he did because that is a central point that is in danger of being lost in the detail.   

Why would anyone endeavour to justify the deliberate creation of a human embryo for the purpose of killing it in 
destructive research?  Despite the fact that the adult stem cells have therapeutic success, the embryonic stem 
cells were pluripotent and could be turned into any other type of human cell.  The scientists argued that this was 
essential for research.  Two papers published very recently demonstrate that scientists have made enormous 
leaps forward in the ability to manipulate the genetics of skin cells to get them to regress to an earlier form and 
to achieve a stem cell that has the same pluripotent potential as an embryonic stem cell. 

Debate interrupted, pursuant to standing orders. 
 


